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Letter from the Editors
We are proud to present this year’s twenty-first edition of
The Gettysburg Historical Journal. Having spent the last two years
working with each other and our authors over zoom, the chance to
meet in person with student editors and faculty advisors has given
us an experience that the current editorial board has not had in the
past. Despite the difficulties we continue to face since the
beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic—mental exhaustion,
uncertainty towards the future—we have been lucky enough to
receive submissions from many Gettysburg College students, as
well as a substantial number from undergraduate students outside
of our area. Through the works we have accepted this year, we
gain knowledge of history through difference perspectives and
learn how these narratives reveal new information about our past.
With the assistance of The Cupola, Gettysburg College’s
online research repository, and the distinguished college faculty,
our authors’ work has received both serious scholarly and national
attention. Past authors have published follow-up work in refereed
journals and presented their work at undergraduate and
professional conferences. The Gettysburg Historical Journal is a
student-run organization, providing undergraduate students with an
opportunity to gain valuable experience in reviewing, editing, and
organizing academic articles for publication. In all cases, authors
4

and editors have also had the opportunity to apply these skills to
their future careers, or their work as graduate students.
The following works we have selected for this year’s
edition of The Gettysburg Historical Journal demonstrate the
varied interests and abilities of undergraduate historians, as well as
their dedication to examining history from different perspectives:
Ziv Carmi’s essay, “Monuments of Legitimacy 17th
Century Tokugawa-Sponsored Architecture as Political Objects,”
aims to synthesize art history, historical memory, and Tokugawaera Japanese politics with an art-history approach and cultural
analysis, taking a more complete look at the politics of Tokugawa
Ieyasu’s death and the significance of memorial and religious
architecture as political works. It examines the utilization of
architecture as a way to elevate and legitimize the Tokugawa,
demonstrating that policy was not the only way for the Tokugawa
to solidify their legacy and suggesting that key figures like Ieyasu
were more important to the religious and political structures of
Tokugawa Japan in death than they were in life.
Reese Hollister’s essay, “Lenses, Focus, and Fluidity:
Lessons from Medieval Queer History,” looks to examine the field
of Queer and Transgender studies from an overlooked period in its
history, given a recent shift in focus that has revealed new
discoveries and interpretations. This historiographical analysis
5

posits that in the Middle Ages, gender and sexuality were much
more fluid than previously believed.
Gavin Maziarz’s essay, “The Spartacus Rebellion: More
Than a Slave Revolt,” is a short exploration of the Spartacus
Revolt as a multi-faceted revolt based off primary documents from
the period of and following the revolt.
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Featured Pieces
This year’s featured piece was written by William D.
Bowman, a professor in the History and International & Global
Studies Departments. Prof. Bowman’s research focuses on modern
European history, with an interest in German/Austrian history and
cultural in particular.

Ukraine is Suffering
William D. Bowman, Professor of History, Gettysburg College
Ukraine is suffering. In late February 2022, Vladimir Putin
ordered a Russian invasion of Ukraine. In an assault reminiscent
of fighting during the Second World War, Russian soldiers have
campaigned against Ukrainian forces and attacked civilians in
much of the country. After several weeks of waging war, Ukraine
has not fallen, as many military experts would have predicted. In
fact, in recent weeks Russian forces, having failed to take Kyiv,
Ukraine’s capital, have relocated themselves to the eastern region
of the country in an effort to take provinces bordering Russia
proper. This is the Donbas area of Ukraine, which is close to the
Crimea, which Putin’s troops took by force in 2014. The outcome
of the war on Ukraine is far from clear and the suffering
continues. Millions of Ukrainians have become refugees and fled
to neighboring Poland, Moldova, and other countries. Millions
8

more are displaced persons in their home country. Ukrainian
resistance to Russian aggression has been fierce and the conflict
has no obvious outcome in site.
Ukraine suffered. During the Second World War, the
eastern front, which included Ukraine, was the site of some of the
most difficult military campaigning in the whole of Europe. The
country was part of what Timothy Snyder, one of the world’s
leading historians of the region, has called the “bloodlands.” After
mid-1941 and the launching of “Barbarossa,” the German code
name for the invasion of the Soviet Union, Ukraine was overrun
and occupied by enemy forces. In addition to military casualties,
the country sustained numerous civilian casualties as
well. Ukraine’s Jews and Communist party officials, in particular,
were targets of German military forces and the notorious
Einsatzgruppen, or special commando units, whose primary
purpose was the execution of Germany’s political and ethnic
“enemies.” Shootings in the open, in forests near towns or
villages, and over open mass graves, became the norm. Ukraine,
alongside Poland, the Baltic littoral (modern-day Estonia,
Lithuania, and Latvia), Belarus, and western Russia under German
occupation, suffered horrifically. Whole, historic communities of
Ukrainian Jews, in particular, were particularly hard hit under
barbaric conditions.
9

Ukraine suffered even earlier in the twentieth-century. As
a consequence of Josef Stalin’s first “Five-Year Plan” and its
emphasis upon collectivization of farmland, Ukraine, then part of
the Soviet Union, fell victim to a massive famine. Traditionally
part of the breadbasket of imperial Russia and then the Soviet
Union, Ukraine found that its transformed agricultural landscape
could not keep pace with the grain demands of Stalin’s economic
plan. Shortages of grain in the countryside, however, met with
Soviet indifference. For Stalin, any grain produced in Ukraine had
to be used for his agricultural transformation of the Soviet Union
and not for the local population. As a consequence, three to four
million Ukrainians were intentionally allowed to starve to death, in
what came to be known as the Holodomor, a term that captures
both the hunger that haunted the land and the Soviet policy of
extermination that accompanied it.
As Putin ordered the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, he also
performed a brazen act of historical erasure. In what can only be
called an inversion of the past, he argued that Ukraine had no
independent existence outside of the Soviet Union, that it was a
product of the Bolshevik Revolution and its consolidation in the
period after 1917. This is part of his larger argument, articulated in
2005, that the great “tragedy” of the twentieth century was the
implosion of the Soviet Union in 1991 and its loss of territories
10

throughout eastern Europe, the Caucasus region, and in Central
Asia. In other words, what most of the world viewed as the end of
the Cold War and the liberation of numerous former Soviet
Socialist Republics, including Ukraine, was according to Putin and
this highly nationalistic version of Russian history a historic
tragedy. Moreover, the defunct Soviet Union and the Russian state
that emerged in its wake had also lost control and influence over a
whole swath of eastern European countries, such as East Germany
Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania in
1989. It is this sense of territorial and political loss that fuels
Putin’s historical grievance and vision. Of course, his historical
statements are meant more as political justifications for his
aggressive foreign policy moves than as serious arguments about
the past. They are usually directed at the Russian public and not
Ukraine, Europe, or the west as a whole.
Any serious assessment of Ukraine’s past and its
relationship to a developing and emerging “Russia” would have to
give historical primacy in many respects to the former. After all,
Kievan Rus is usually considered the start of much of what one
would consider “Russian” history. It was there in the tenth century
that Orthodox Christianity was adopted as the state and majority
religion. In fact, even the messianic historical vision that Putin has
adopted originated in Kiev, which saw itself as the successor and
11

defender of Orthodox Christianity and European civilization that
had arisen and been established in Constantinople, the original
heart of Byzantium. Historical claims and counter-claims about
political and cultural precedence are indeed very old in Europe and
in world history, too. They can be healthy signs of noteworthy and
defensible developments. Unfortunately, they are also all too often
used as popular justification for current aggressive and unjustified
political and military moves, as is the case in 2022.
The question now is how much more will Ukraine suffer in
the near future. As the brutal fighting continues, much of Europe
(and the United States) is sympathetic to the Ukrainian
cause. Indeed, the European Union and its member states have
thus far shown much resolve in supporting Ukraine. Noncombatant states, however, also lose that resolve over
time. Refugees pouring into Poland or Moldova place financial
burdens on those societies and beyond. Russia has recently cut
fuel exports to Poland and Bulgaria. As the conflict slogs on into
the summer of 2022, civilian casualties rise in Ukraine, and the
economic toil of the fighting mounts, pressure will be placed on
Ukraine to “settle” the war with Russia, even though the latter
invaded the former. As with the current military conflict itself,
discussion will likely focus on eastern Ukraine and provinces that
Putin desires that border Russia proper, connect lines of
12

communication in the region, and link up with the Crimea. Even if
Ukraine can withstand the Russian military onslaught, it might
unfortunately still lose some of its territory in the east as part of a
political settlement of the war.
There are, however, two other radically different outcomes
to the war in Ukraine. First, despite all of their military difficulties
of the first several weeks of the campaigning, Russian forces could
gain the upper hand and use a consolidated base in the east to relaunch their attacks on Kiev and the rest of Ukraine. The country
could still fall. In which case, Putin would feel emboldened in his
historical vision and might look to Moldova or the Baltic littoral as
future territories that should, in his grandiose scheme, be
“restored” to Russia. In his estimation, what “history” do they
have beyond a Russian past?
On the other hand, Ukraine could “win” the war against
Russia. That might mean a stalemate in the east that forces Russia
to make very minor or no territorial demands. That might mean
continuing to show the weakness of the Russian military, its
leadership, its technology, and its morale and more or less
defeating it in the field. It might even mean that Putin overextends
himself and misplays the situation such that his internal, Russian
opponents move against him. All of these scenarios are unlikely,
to be sure, especially as Putin still holds nuclear weapons options
13

and has shown his willingness to deal harshly with political
opponents. Nevertheless, the situation in Ukraine in late April and
early May of 2022 is far from clear and several outcomes to the
current fighting are possible. Above all else, one hopes that the
suffering in Ukraine stops and that an independent, sovereign, and
free country will survive to heal.
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Monuments of Legitimacy: 17th Century TokugawaSponsored Architecture as Political Objects
Ziv Carmi | Gettysburg College ‘23

The Tokugawa Shogunate came to power after a century of
chaos, known as the Sengoku or Warring States Period. For a
century, Japanese warlords fought for hegemony, with three
prominent figures emerging in the late sixteenth century: Oda
Nobunaga, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, and Tokugawa Ieyasu. These
three men would succeed in conquering or pacifying vast portions
of the country, ultimately unifying it and ushering in a long period
of peace.
While the Sengoku Period gave way to the stability of the
Tokugawa (Edo) Period, its final years were quite bloody and
chaotic. Nobunaga, known for his brutality and destructive war
tactics, committed suicide after being betrayed and surrounded by
his enemies, opting to die at his own hand rather than theirs. He
was succeeded by Hideyoshi, whose natural death led to a
succession crisis and the Battle of Sekigahara, where the success of
Ieyasu’s forces gave control to the Tokugawa. While this victory
gave lasting control of Japan to Ieyasu, who became shogun in
1603, Hideyoshi’s son would contest his power several years
afterwards. This challenge to Tokugawa legitimacy resulted in
15

their campaign on Osaka Castle, culminating in the deaths of the
entire Toyotomi family, ending their line and thus, their power.1
With their enemies eliminated, the Tokugawa were able to
establish a smooth line of succession.
Unlike his predecessors, Ieyasu was not succeeded by force
nor was his reign ended by violence. He would retire in 1605 after
two years as shogun, leaving his son Tokugawa Hidetada to serve
in his stead. Despite this change in power, Ieyasu remained
prominent in political decisions until his death in 1616. Like his
father, Hidetada retired early, allowing his son, Tokugawa Iemitsu,
inherit the shogunate in 1623.2 These peaceful transfers of power,
unlike the violent changes of power during the Sengoku Era,
indicated a political stability, thus solidifying the power of the
Tokugawa.
As the third Tokugawa shogun, Iemitsu did much to ensure
that his lineage remained enduring. He would be responsible for
fully implementing the Sakoku (seclusion from foreign powers)
policy, solidifying the bureaucracy, and successfully purging Japan
of Christian influences, consolidating his family’s power in the
process. Arguably Iemitsu’s largest undertaking would be his

1

Constantine Nomikos Vaporis, Voices of Early Modern Japan: Contemporary
Accounts of Daily Life During the Age of the Shoguns (Milton: Taylor & Francis
Group, 2020), 55-58.
2
Vaporis, Voices, 64.
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architectural projects. Starting with Kyoto with the Tokugawa
family’s Chiyoda Castle, he would sponsor a number of new
public infrastructure projects during his reign. Most of these
structures either highlighted the grandeur of Iemitsu or honored his
predecessors. In particular, examples of the latter variety of
architectural work were intended to show the powerful lineage of
the reigning shogun, similar to how the Imperial family boasted
their uninterrupted lineage from Amaterasu, the sun goddess.
Indeed, many of these works existed to compare the Tokugawa
shoguns to the emperor, legitimizing their political and religious
authority.
One example of these works is the Tokugawa shrine
complex at Nikkō. Primarily honoring the spirit of Tokugawa
Ieyasu, posthumously renamed Tosho Daigongen, this area serves
as both shrines to and mausoleums for the early Tokugawa rulers.
Built in a Buddhist-inspired Gongen-zukuri style, the Nikkō
Toshogu is quite different from the Imperial family’s Ise shrine but
holds a similar purpose: establishing the authority and legitimacy
of the lineage represented.3 In fact, the construction of Nikkō,
initially built by Iemitsu as a mausoleum for Ieyasu, demonstrates
the power dynamics of the early Tokugawa period, indicating a
3

Joseph Cali and John Dougill, Shinto Shrines: A Guide to the Sacred
Sites of Japan’s Ancient Religion (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i
Press, 2013), 189.
17

struggle for authority in the new political order arising from the
Sengoku era.
While other historians have discussed the role of the
Toshogu in establishing Tokugawa power, this paper aims to take a
more complete look at the politics of Ieyasu’s death and the
significance of memorial and religious architecture as political
works and testaments to Tokugawa authority. It will examine the
utilization of architecture as a way to elevate and legitimize the
Tokugawa, demonstrating that policy was not the only way for
them to solidify their legacy and suggesting that key figures like
Ieyasu were more important to the religious and political structures
of Tokugawa Japan in death than they were in life.
To create a holistic examination of Tokugawa era
architecture and the role of death and legacy in Tokugawa politics,
this paper will begin by discussing the immediate political effects
of Ieyasu’s death and the establishment of Toshogu, before
discussing the physical aspects of the shrine and comparing it with
the Ise Shrine of the Imperial Family. Finally, it will examine the
mausoleum of Sūgen-in, Iemitsu’s mother, to contextualize the
shift of the architectural style of female mausoleums to emulate
those of their male counterparts, showing a growing inclusivity
towards women in establishing the legacy of the Tokugawa during
the early Edo Period.
18

The Politics of Ieyasu’s Death
During this period, it was fairly typical of political leaders
to make themselves into larger-than-life symbols after their deaths.
Both Nobunaga and Hideyoshi had deified themselves to establish
their own religious authority. According to the Portuguese Jesuit
missionary Luis Fróis, who personally knew Nobunaga and several
of his retainers, a temple had been built next to Nobunaga’s castle
in Azuchi, where he ordered people to worship him as a deity.4
This differs significantly from his successors, who had arranged to
be deified posthumously but remained “mortal” during their
lifetimes. While Nobunaga’s heir died with him, it is likely that his
two successors aimed to establish a familial reign with a
succession of power to their son, using their deaths to legitimize
their heirs as the descendants of divine deities and thus bolstering
their authority.
Ieyasu’s choice to place the shrine at Nikkō was deliberate.
Nikkō is one of the largest and most elaborate shrine-and-temple
complexes in Japan. A sacred mountain long before Ieyasu’s rise
to power, the site was home to a series of temples used by a
Buddhist cult starting in the late eighth century. When the
William Boot, “The Death of a Shogun: Deification in Early Modern Japan,” in
Shinto in History: Ways of the Kami, ed. John Breen and Mark Teeuwen
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2000), 145.
4
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Kamakura Shogunate, the first of Japan’s three shogunates, rose to
power in Kanto, Nikkō became a fairly prominent site due to both
its location on the slopes of the mountain and its existing religious
connotations.5 Indeed, over time, a city grew around the temples,
which the Nikkō City Tourism Association described as a “sacred
place where Shinto worship of the mountain god coexists with
Buddhism,” suggesting that it was perhaps a fairly prominent site
for pilgrimages.6 However, due to the chaos of the Sengoku period,
the site was somewhat forgotten until Ieyasu’s rule.7This decision
to draw upon an already established historical site clearly indicates
a desire to establish a continuity between himself and other popular
religious institutions, therefore positioning himself as the successor
to these entities.
Ieyasu chose to be buried at Nikkō near the end of his life.
According to his will, written when he fell ill in March 1616, he
wished to “be buried at Kunozan in Tsuruga, and after a year has
elapsed a Divine title is to be sought from the Emperor and I am to
be removed to Nikkō.”8 While Ieyasu’s last wishes seem fairly
UNESCO, “WHC Nomination Documentation: Shrines and Temples of
Nikko,” December 4, 1999,
https://whc.unesco.org/uploads/nominations/913.pdf, 226.
6
Nikko City Tourism Association, “History and Culture,” accessed November
20, 2021. https://www.visitnikko.jp/en/discover/history-and-culture/
7
UNESCO. “WHC Nomination Documentation,” 226.
8
Tenkai, Reminiscences of Jigen Daishi, n.d, in Shogun: The Life of Tokugawa
Ieyasu, by A.L. Sadler (Rutland: Tuttle Publishing, 1978), 264.
5
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straightforward, there are several complications to the process of
his will. In the three months between his sickness and death,
especially in May 1616, Ieyasu consulted with many retainers and
religious authorities as to what should happen posthumously. First,
Ieyasu met with with several of his chief retainers and requested a
mausoleum to him being built on Kunōzan (present day
Shizuoka).9 The next day, Ieyasu met with the Buddhist priests
Tenkai and Sūden, who would later be important figures in the
controversy following his death. This meeting reiterated and
elaborated on the immediate posthumous rituals honoring Ieyasu,
detailing his wishes:
Bury my body at Mount Kunō and have the funeral service
at Zōjō Temple [the Tokugawa family’s ancestral temple].
Place the Buddhist mortuary table at Daijū Temple in
Mikawa. After a one-year period of mourning, build a
small hall at Mount Nikkō and invite the deity. I will
become the tutelary deity of the eight provinces of the
Kantō.10
It is worth noting that this version of Ieyasu’s will explicitly
requests a “small hall” at Nikkō, which is a large departure from
the Toshogu built in his name by Iemitsu in 1736. Finally, a third
meeting occurred several weeks later. Ieyasu ordered a retainer to

9

Boot, “Death of a Shogun,” 147.

10

Pitelka, “Apotheosis,” 145.
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bring him one of his swords. He ordered this servant to stab a
prisoner condemned to death, and then declared the sword to be
venerated as the physical aspect of his spirit. The account of this
event indicates that this sword is still kept in Kunōzan rather than
Nikkō, suggesting that initially, Ieyasu wished for his main shrine
to be there. While historian William Boot challenges the
authenticity of this anecdote and suggests that it might be
apocryphal, especially since the current object of personification in
the shrine is a mirror. If true, Boot writes that it shows how active
Ieyasu’s role in his deification was.11 Indeed, all three meetings
indicate his active involvement in his posthumous image.
As Ieyasu’s illness grew worse, Hidetada began to prepare
for his father’s death. He summoned the priest Bonshun, a friend
of Sūden and noted Shinto scholar, to deliberate and determine
whether Ieyasu should be deified in the Buddist or the Shinto
manner. The intense debate between the two religious groups was
a sign of just how politicized the shogun’s immediate legacy would
be. It seems that Bonshun was fairly persuasive, as a day later
Hidetada decreed that Ieyasu would be worshipped according to
the Shinto custom at Kunōzan.12 Indeed, two days after his death,

11
12

Boot, “Death of a Shogun,” 148.
Boot, “Death of a Shogun,” 149.
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Bonshun gave Ieyasu a Shinto funeral.13 Soon after, Hidetada and
his brothers visited the shrine, indicating their approval of this
process.
Despite the clear support of the shogunate for Ieyasu’s
funeral and burial in the Shinto manner, the controversy between
the vying traditions grew. Immediately after Ieyasu’s funeral,
Tenkai, who was the abbot of the Tendai monasteries of Eastern
Japan- including Edo- intervened, arguing that Ieyasu’s body
needed to be removed to Nikkō, a mountain that was under his
jurisdiction.14 In other words, a debate over whether Ieyasu wished
to be physically at Nikkō or just spiritually began between the
various religious authorities. This argument was ultimately about
power, particularly, whether or not each religious figure could
claim that their domain held the body of Ieyasu, showing the
power of his name in the immediate aftermath of his passing.
Within a year of his death, as the first shrine at Nikkō was being
constructed, Ieyasu had already become a powerful political
symbol- arguably more important than in life. In the end,
Tokugawa Hidetada chose to side with Tenkai, allowing Ieyasu’s
body to be moved and the former shogun to be deified as the

13

Atsuko Hirai, Government by Mourning: Death and Political Integration in
Japan, 1603-1912 (Cambridge: Harvard University Asia Center, 2014), 45.
14
Hirai, Government by Mourning, 45.
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daigongen, a manifestation of the Buddha.15 Besides legitimizing
the Tokugawa by establishing them as the descendants of the
Buddha, it effectively resolved the dispute over the role of
Buddhism within Shinto, or rather, to which extent Buddhist
traditions could exist in Shinto culture. Indeed, the Toshogu is a
Shinto shrine built in a Buddhist-inspired architectural style,
showing the reconciliation of the two different cultures in Japanese
tradition, and thus, twice the religious authority.
Furthermore, this decision shows a consolidation of
Tokugawa power. Yoshida Shinto, which Boshun led, supported
“purifying” the religion, believing that only the emperor as the
descendant of Amaterasu, rather than the shogunate, had the right
to rule. Establishing the Tokugawa as the descendants of the
Buddha, a great religious figure, directly challenged the idea of the
supremacy of the emperor, who was considered to be the
descendant of a different deity, the sun goddess Amaterasu.
Besides their political beliefs supporting decreasing the Tokugawa
authority, the Yoshida clan had allied itself closely with the
Toyotomi family prior to shifting their allegiances to the
Tokugawa.16 By moving Ieyasu’s body away from their
jurisdiction while building him a shrine in the Shinto tradition, the

15
16

Cali and Dougill, Shinto Shrines, 191-192.
Cali and Dougill, Shinto Shrines, 192.
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Tokugawa effectively stripped them of their religious authority,
eliminating the Yoshida as potential political rivals.
The deification process was clearly a debate on which
religious sect would be seen as the predominant power and how
Ieyasu would be seen after death. Even the naming of Ieyasu was
political. There was a dispute over whether to call him the
Buddhist title, “Gongen,” or the Shinto title, “Daimyojin,” with
Hideyoshi’s adoption of “Daimyojin” in his own deification being
a prominent argument against the latter.17 This decision to separate
himself from Hideyoshi, and thus portray himself as a different
kind of ruler than his political enemy, shows the Tokugawa’s wish
to establish themselves as a new regime, one that could be stable
and last for years compared to their predecessors.
The Establishment of Nikkō as a Religious and Political Center
While Ieyasu almost immediately became a symbol of
political power after his death, Iemitsu elevated his status to an
entirely new level several years later. Following his renovation of
Nijo Castle in Kyoto and the mausoleum of Hidetada in Edo,
Iemitsu would turn his attention to the shrine at Nikkō. Like all of
his projects, Nikkō had great political implications; Iemitsu had

17

A.L. Sadler, Shogun: The Life of Tokugawa Ieyasu (Rutland: Tuttle
Publishing, 1978), 264.
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visited the shrine six times before and understood its significance.
Shortly after the project’s completion, Iemitsu used the new site to
commemorate the twenty-first anniversary of Ieyasu’s death.18
While this event might have been to display a Confucianist honor
of ancestors, incorporating a third belief system into the
legitimizing process, it was likely more intended to show off the
grandeur of the new temple complex and, by extension, the wealth
and power of the man who had sponsored it.
This new site solidified Ieyasu as the foundation of
shogunal authority. Besides visits from shoguns at least once in
their lifetime, Iemitsu also “encouraged” foreign ambassadors to
visit the site. There are records of him telling the Ryukyuan,
Korean, and Dutch embassies to visit the site (and presumably, to
give gifts like the bell the Koreans gave in 1643 or the chandelier
from the Dutch), which further served to expand the cult of
Ieyasu.19 Indeed, these foreign pilgrimages showed commoners
that Ieyasu was deified and respected even by foreigners, therefore
further legitimizing his power and by extension, Tokugawa rule.
As one would imagine, Nikkō quickly became a favorite
site for pilgrimage. People of all classes, including daimyo and
samurai visited. Historian Morgan Pitelka wrote that “the presence

18
19

Pitelka, “Apotheosis,” 149.
Pitelka, “Apotheosis,” 151.

26

of a preexisting temple and shrine and a new shrine to Ieyasu [on
Nikkō] meant that pilgrims could engage in a kind of spiritual onestop shopping, praying to three divinities [Ieyasu, the pre-existing
Buddhist deity, and the pre-existing mountain kami] rather than
just one.”20 Pitelka notes the story of a government official who
went to Nikkō after falling out of favor with Tokugawa
Tsunayoshi, indicating that a pilgrimage- and by extension, a
recognition of Tsunayoshi’s power- was significant in negotiating
the power dynamics of the Tokugawa bureaucracy.21 However,
Boot argues that ministers visiting the shrine was not a common
occurrence, indicating that perhaps events like the one described
by Pitelka were fairly anomalous.22 Nonetheless, it is clear how
significant the political value of Toshogu was to Tokugawa
society.
Records show just how popular the site had become by
1655. In that year, so many people traveled to Nikkō that female
pilgrims’ movements were regulated to avoid them staying
overnight. The document Stipulations for Mount Nikkō said that
“Women and nuns may not access the monks’ quarters. It goes
without saying that they may not be given shelter. Pilgrimage

20

Pitelka, “Apotheosis,” 161.

21

Pitelka, “Apotheosis,” 161.
Boot, “Death of a Shogun,” 161.

22

27

routes going through monks’ quarters are an exception.”23 These
regulations indicate that perhaps some unwanted interactions were
occurring at the shrine, which of course would detract from the
main purpose of a pilgrimage: worshiping the Tokugawa.
However, Boot wrote that only the highest-ranking samurai were
allowed to enter the temple. Also, he wrote that the 1728 collection
of stories, Ochiboshū, argued whether those who were not
members of the Tokugawa family were even allowed to pray to
Ieyasu.24 This establishes the paradoxical nature of the shrine,
juxtaposing the selectivity and debate about who could pray to the
shrine and the large amounts of people from all classes who made
pilgrimages to Toshogu. It shows just how complex the political
nature of the shrine was and how it had differing meanings and
uses across the socio-political spectrum of Tokugawa Japan.
Nikkō as a Physical Structure
Reflecting Iemitsu’s desire to show his wealth and power,
Nikkō was one of the largest architectural constructions of the
seventeenth century. This project was extremely expensive, costing
568,000 gold ryō (in the Tokugawa currency system where only
silver coins were issued as currency by weight, this amount was
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worth about 106.5 million grams of silver), 100 kanme of silver
(about 375,000 grams of silver), and 1000 koku of rice (enough to
feed 1,000 people for a year, about 5,120 American bushels) over a
two-year construction period.25 This money likely came from taxes
levied from the various daimyo (regional lords) across Japan by the
shogunate. Iemitsu’s construction of Nikkō was the single most
expensive architectural project in the first half of the seventeenth
century.26 After completion, this site would be one of the grandest
in Japan, with the Toshogu structure at the center. This extreme
price and amount of labor indicates the import of Ieyasu’s legacy,
as a large and grand shrine to him shows his power and that of
Iemitsu, who was able to pay for such a large and spectacular
structure.
Shinto shrines are incredibly common across Japan. To
understand the structure of the Toshogu, it is necessary to
understand some of the basic design of these architectural works.
Most iconic of Shinto shrines is the torii gate, which provides a
symbolic distinction between the secular world and the sacred area
of the shrine. At its simplest, these gates are two vertical posts with
Nikkō Toshogu Shamusho, Tokugawa Iemitsu kō den, in “Apotheosis:
Ieyasu’s Early Modern and Modern Afterlives,” by Morgan Pitelka (Honolulu:
University of Hawai’i Press, 2016), 148-149.
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two horizontal crossbars (the myojin torii) connecting them at the
top. Due to its simplicity, these basic iterations are the most
common.27 These gates are usually wooden and painted red,
although that can vary depending on the shrine. Other significant
features include the honden, a sanctuary featuring an image of the
kami (nature spirit) honored by the shrine and the haiden, the hall
where ceremonies are held. Built in the Buddhist-inspired Gongenzukuri style, Toshogu’s honden is connected to the haiden by a
stone-paved walkway, the ishinoma.28 This style has a distinctive
I-shaped floor plan and is famous for its many decorative carvings
and motifs.29 The merging of Buddhist and Shinto customs in the
plans of the Toshogu show how Iemitsu wished to unify the
various religious traditions into one singular structure, thus
drawing on all of them to indicate that they unanimously supported
the Tokugawa administration. This inner shrine sits atop a terrace
accessed by a series of stairs and several gates, including a stone
torii and the Yomeimon (inner gate).
The Toshogu Yomeimon is arguably the most famous
structure at Nikkō. During the Edo period, commoners were barred

Mark Cartwright, “Shinto,” World History Encyclopedia, April 3,
2017, https://www.worldhistory.org/Shinto/.
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from entering past it, thus making it the end of their pilgrimages to
the site. As such, in the words of Japanese art historian Karen
Gerhart, it was “the shrine’s mouthpiece to the public,”
necessitating a grandiose sight to impress the power of the
Tokugawa onto commoners.30 The Yomeimon is filled with colored
carvings, including forty-two of the forty-eight humans depicted in
the 5,173 carvings at Toshogu. These figures came from
Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, representing values such as
virtue, good government, immortality, and longevity. The use of
these established symbols were likely meant to show how virtuous
Ieyasu was in life, continuing to elevate his legacy and those of his
descendants. When examining the many carvings at the shrine, it is
clear that these symbols were deliberately chosen to glorify the
Tokugawa; other symbols include the dragon, the Chinese lion, a
symbol of military and political authority, and flowers, birds, and
fruits, which are all symbols of good fortune and utopia.31 In other
words, these symbols were meant to show the public that the
Tokugawa regime was virtuous and just, and thus bringing good
fortune to Japan.
This relationship between the Tokugawa and the
commoners is reinforced through some of the sculptures around
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the shrine. The famous nemuri neko (sleeping cat), carved by
Hidari Jingoro, depicts a story of a cat asleep, noting that if it
awakes, it will eat the sparrows nearby. This analogy can be
interpreted as a warning to commoners (the sparrows): if they
“wake” the Tokugawa government (the cat), they will be severely
punished for it, so they should know their place and keep the
peace.32 In other words, through this iconography, the Tokugawa
made a clear declaration of political authority, reinforcing their
many policies that pacified the daimyo and peasant classes and
brought about the stability that kept their rule.

Toshogu and Ise: The Power of the Shogun versus the Power of
the Emperor
One of the most common political issues of the Edo Period
was the relationship between the emperor and the shogun. This
relationship centered around the question of which figure held the
true power, since the Emperor held divine legitimacy but the
Tokugawa held administrative and military might. Through most
of the Tokugawa Period, the imperial family was relegated to
figurehead status in Kyoto while the Tokugawa ruled from Edo,
although the Emperor still held checks on the shogun’s authority.
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Analysis of their respective shrines show this complex dynamic
between these two political figures.
One of the oldest and most famous of Shinto shrines is the
Ise Jingu, the grand shrine to the sun goddess Amaterasu. Due to
Amaterasu’s connection to the imperial family, this shrine, first
built in 4 BC, is also the ancestral shrine of the emperors.33 While
Ise is ancient, every twenty years, sixteen of the 125 buildings
within the complex, as well as the famous Uji bridge and torii are
rebuilt in the exact same design as the previous structures.34 This
rebuilding, meant to revitalize and renew the spirituality of the
shrine, is done in the traditional manner, showing a reverence for
the ancestors inherent in East Asian culture. Since Ise’s
reconstruction tradition is exact in replicating the original design, it
is uniquely able to preserve the architecture of the shrine. This
style, known as Shinmei-zukuri, is evocative of the wooden rice
storehouses of the Yayoi period, c. 300 BC- c. 250 AD, consisting
of a windowless rectangular building with a gabled roof and
terrace on all four sides.35
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While there are not enough records to definitively compare
pilgrimages to Ise with those to Nikkō, it is worth noting that
during the Tokugawa period, mass pilgrimages to Ise occurred on a
sixty-year cycle. These events drew millions of people from all
across Japan, and, for most, was a once in a lifetime journey.36
While the power of the emperor as the descendant of Amaterasu
clearly remained, the establishment of Nikkō was most certainly
meant to compete with Ise, establishing the Tokugawa as an entity
as powerful as the emperor. However, this assertion of power did
not mean that the Tokugawa had complete control. For example,
Ieyasu’s divine title had to be approved by the emperor, indicating
a relative level of checks on the shogun’s power.37 The interaction
between the imperial family and the Tokugawa can be exemplified
within the existence of these shrines: the Tokugawa wished to be
viewed as powerful of rulers as emperor, but, simultaneously, were
faced with the necessity of imperial approval on their policy to
preserve their legitimacy. These political circumstances required a
tenuous balance between respecting imperial authority and
demonstrating their own power.
The Mausoleum of Sūgen-in: Gender Roles in Architecture
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While Nikkō is the most famous of Iemitsu’s architectural
projects, several others merit recognition to properly contextualize
the patronage of public works. While it might appear that these
architectural projects relied solely on Ieyasu’s legacy to establish
the legitimacy of the Tokugawa, they were far larger in their scope.
One example is the mausoleum of Sūgen-in. The niece of
Oda Nobunaga and sister-in-law of Toyotomi Hideyoshi, Sūgen-in
was the wife of Hidetada and mother of Iemitsu. Indeed, her
connection to the other two large figures of the late Sengoku
period helped legitimize Hidetada’s reign as the second Tokugawa
shogun.38 After her death in 1626, she was buried in a mausoleum
in Zōjōji, the Tokugawa ancestral temple in the center of Edo. This
structure was likely overseen by Tadanaga, Iemitsu’s younger
brother, and was taken apart and relocated to Kenchōji to serve as
a temple there after Iemitsu replaced the mausoleum in 1647,
where it still stands today.39 Significantly, it drew on the older
tamaya tradition of hōkei zukuri, square single building temples
rather than grander structures. This tamaya style was also used for
the mausoleum of Saigō no Tsubone, Hidetada’s mother,
indicating that it was probably the most appropriate form for an
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elite female’s mausoleum at the time. However, Iemitsu
determined that the original structure was not grand enough for his
mother. In his attempts to distinguish the family of the defied
Ieyasu from regular daimyos, he constructed a new building in
1647. This new one, similar to Toshogu, was in the gongen style
with three floors, which until that point was used exclusively for
shrines to deified military and political figures.40
The reason for this rebuilding seems entirely political and
to further legitimate Iemitsu. This legitimacy might be even in
relation to his brother Tadanaga, who was initially favored by his
parents for the position of shogun. Some historians have suggested
that the commissioning of a new mausoleum less than twenty years
after the first incarnation’s construction was to erase Iemitsu’s
brother’s memory in Edo, therefore legitimizing himself despite
Tadanaga’s suicide fifteen years prior.41 While it is possible that
Iemitsu replaced his brother’s building to delegitimize his legacy,
however, it would be odd to wait so long after his death to do so.
Given that this reconstruction occurred after several other
architectural works, it could be a stronger possibility that it is
simply another component of his patronage.
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Like Toshogu, the mausoleum is in three connected parts,
with a honden fairly similar to the 1628 mausoleum. However, the
gongen style made it much larger, allowing for the additions of two
other shrines to later shogun’s wives and mothers.42 This might
have allowed for a longevity of the structure, indicating that there
would always be more women to honor as the shogunal line
continued. Interestingly enough, there are few differences between
the structure of this mausoleum and the Taitoku-in mausoleum
built for Hidetada (who, unlike his father and son, was not buried
at Nikkō); both structures are of fairly similar scale and floor plans,
differing primarily in their decoration.43 This shows the
significance Iemitsu put on Sūgen-in as a key figure in the
Tokugawa line. By highlighting her as a significant figure, Iemitsu
indicates that he was descended from two great figures (in addition
to Ieyasu) and thus connected to all three unifiers, further
demonstrating his legitimacy and capability.
Both of mausoleums to Hidetada and Sūgen-in, in addition
to Toshogu and Iemitsu’s own mausoleum at Nikkō, are in the
gongen style, which had become firmly associated with the
Tokugawa regime. This style, associated with grand projects and
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shrines, was a symbol of the wealth and power of the Tokugawa,
once again providing them with more legitimacy.

Conclusion
Mausoleums served a significant role in establishing the
legitimacy of the Tokugawa. By deifying Ieyasu, the
administration of Tokugawa Iemitsu established political and
religious authority nearly on the level of the emperor. This
authority dwas exemplified in the Toshogu shrine. These
mausoleums introduced a new style based on Buddhist ideals, one
that became synonymous with grand works and the Tokugawa
regime themselves.
By sponsoring these monuments, Iemitsu not only
established his legitimacy but distinguished it from the imperial
court. This distinction solidified the Tokugawa rule and clearly
established their administration for several centuries. The
deification of Ieyasu, a highly political process in itself, ultimately
indicated that, like the emperor himself, the Tokugawa were also
descended from divine beings, and thus, had a right to rule. While
many of the figures honored by these monuments were extremely
important in their lifetimes, it is arguable that they were even more
influential in death through the creations of these buildings. Since
most of them remain standing in Japanese society to this day and
38

have become large tourist attractions or, in Nikkō’s case, a
UNESCO World Heritage Site, it is clear that these monuments to
the Tokugawa far outlived their administration and still serve as a
reminder to their power and legitimacy.
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Lenses, Focus, and Fluidity: Lessons from Medieval
Queer History
Reese Hollister | Manhattan College ‘23
Saint Joan of Arc (c. 1412 – 1431) broke gender boundaries
nearly every day of her short life. She was a successful military
leader who had mystic visions and was subsequently burned at the
stake. Recent scholarship has offered unique trans readings of
Joan’s life, and some like M.W. Bychowski argue that Joan’s
wearing of masculine clothing and fulfillment of a societal role
considered masculine was what culminated in her execution.
Bychowski demonstrates that “whether or not Joan was
transmasculine, Joan’s life was constrained by socio-cultural
norms that were not only gendered, but virulently transphobic.
Joan’s death was the direct result of medieval transphobia.”1 New
readings on Saint Joan of Arc’s story prove how useful queer and
transgender lenses are at understanding medieval society. It is not
queer historians’ goal to prove Joan as living under a
transmasculine identity not yet defined.2 Still, trans and queer
Alicia Spencer-Hall and Blake Gutt, “Introduction,” In Trans and Genderqueer
Subjects in Medieval Hagiography, ed. Alicia Spencer-Hall and Blake Gutt
(Amsterdam, Netherlands: Amsterdam University Press, 2021), 12.
2
Martha G. Newman “Assigned Female at Death: Joseph of Schonau and the
Disruption of Medieval Gender Binaries,” In Trans and Genderqueer Subjects
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lenses provide useful insight into the gender norms of medieval
societies.
Medieval historians explore gender and sexuality using
queer and transgender lenses to recover non-conforming lives and
make them visible. As transgender activist Leslie Feinberg wrote,
“I couldn't find myself in history. No-one like me seemed to have
ever existed.”3 Recovering queer history is essential towards
working for transgender rights because society must accept the
existence of transgender lives past and present. There was
participation of queer and genderqueer peoples in medieval
society, which are recorded in many prescriptive sources such as
law codes, penitentials, and court records. People living in
modernity attempt to impose definitions onto people who did not
have said definitions. Still, gender was much more fluid in the past,
and when one reads with trans and queer lenses, one reads history
with the possibility of fluidity. With an open mind and without
these rigid, modern definitions, they realize medieval society
viewed gender dynamically, giving credence to today’s arguments
in favor of queer and transgender rights.

State of the Field:
in Medieval Hagiography, ed. Alicia Spencer-Hall and Blake Gutt (Amsterdam,
Netherlands: Amsterdam University Press, 2021), 49.
3
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The historic and literary study of non-heterosexual and
genderqueer identities in the medieval era is an emerging trend in
both medieval and queer historiography. This year Alicia SpencerHall and Blake Gutt released their edited collection of essays,
Trans and Genderqueer Subjects in Medieval Hagiography, which
utilized critical theories to understand queer gender and sexuality
in the Middle Ages. However, this was not the first investigation
into medieval queer sexuality: James A. Brundage and Vern L.
Bullough released their highly useful Handbook of Medieval
Sexuality in 1996 soon after the start of the study of queerness in
6th to 14th century Europe. Brundage and Bullough first
investigate sexual norms, and the second section of their book
dealt with “Variance from Norms” through homosexuality,
lesbianism, cross-dressing, prostitution, and even castration.4 Both
of their introductions gave vital insight into the workings and
changes within the field from the 1990s to the present.
Over time, the quantity and diversity of historians working
on these topics increased, suggested by the introductions’
respective notes. Bullough and Brundage’s twenty-three end notes
have only one mention of queer sexuality, that being Michel
Foucault’s History of Sexuality. On the other hand, Spencer-Hall
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and Gutt have eighty-six footnotes in their introduction from blog
posts and journal articles on topics ranging from modern queer
theory to Anglo-Saxonism’s intersection with white supremacy.
This change shows how medieval queer studies require. If the
Middle Ages are thought of as a time when men were men, women
were women, and everyone was the same race and practiced the
same religion, then it is the medievalists’ drive to provide visibility
to this history and teach it.
Academic trans studies and medieval trans studies are not
fully established subfields, but they are on the rise. Spencer-Hall
and Gutt point out how the most important work in the field is
done by graduate students, early career researchers, and adjunct
faculty, all of whom are in financially uncertain positions. They
encourage financially secure researchers, the majority of which are
cisgender, to ally themselves with genderqueer colleagues in need
of practical and intellectual support, as “cis privilege also means
that trans studies is more readily accepted as valuable when it is
undertaken by non-trans researchers.”5 The two authors further
define their purpose for compiling and editing their compendium
of essays under trans lenses:
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Trans scholarship brings its insights to bear through
specific ways of feeling, knowing, and attending to sources
that explore resonances between trans, genderqueer, and
gender non-conforming lives across history. The term
‘subjects’ does double duty in the collection’s title,
referring to individuals and to topics, traces, and
resonances which destabilize modern impositions of fixed
binary gender on premodern culture(s).6
The most important job of medieval queer history is to affirm the
existence of gender nonconformity across human space and time.
Now is the exciting emergence of this subfield, especially because
it does not limit itself to declaring medieval persons as queer.
Instead, it looks at actions and values to understand how
conceptions of gender change or continue over time.

Sexual Norms and the Women who Disrupt them:
To understand how queer sexuality disrupted the norms of
medieval society, one must understand the norms of gendered
sexuality that are culturally determined instead of biologically
shaped. In “Gendered Sexuality” classicist and medievalist Joyce
E. Salisbury argues that gendered sexuality in the Middle Ages
came from Greco-Roman views of male and female sexuality. The
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most important aspect of this difference lays within a sexual
hierarchy:

If a man submitted to a passive role in lovemaking,
particularly by allowing penetration in a homosexual
encounter. (It was perfectly acceptable to be the active
partner in a homosexual relationship, since that preserved
the all-important gender definition equating activity with
masculinity. Oral sexuality with a female partner was much
condemned since it, too, inverted the social hierarchy.7
It was commonly held within heterosexual bonds that the man had
to be the active partner in both his public life and sexual
relationships. The Greco-Roman view of sexuality made strong
distinctions between active and passive partners, as a man’s power
was a large characteristic of his supposed “manliness.”
The idea of a sexual hierarchy opens up many questions
about homosexual relationships and sexual activity. Salisbury cites
Paul Veyne’s ideas on homosexuality in classical Rome. The roots
of medieval understandings of sexuality, “to be active is to be
male, whatever the sex of the compliant partner. To take one’s
pleasure was vertile, [sic] to accept it servile.”8 Lesbian

Joyce E. Salisbury, “Gendered Sexuality,” In Handbook of Medieval Sexuality,
ed. Vern L. Bullough and James A. Brundage (New York, NY: Garland, 2000),
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relationships challenged this sexual hierarchy, but it was not
considered as dangerous as male homosexuality. Many male
writers, often within the church, found sex without male genitalia
hard to imagine. As a result, they often assumed lesbian sex could
only exist if women used sexual instruments like dildos; only then
would they be challenging the sexual hierarchy.9 Lesbian sex and
relationships challenged this hierarchy, so there are many sources
on lesbianism coming from canon law. Still, there are fewer
sources on gay men than lesbian women.
According to Judith M. Bennett, gay men can be traced in
legal and religious records from before the twentieth century.
Descriptive sources by philosophers, monks, and diarists were
frequently filled with personal stories. However, lesbian histories
are “even more challenging to construct, for even fewer documents
tell of past lesbians among their privileged or ordinary folk.
Women wrote less; their writings survived less often (…) and they
were less likely than men to come to the attention of civic or
religious authorities.” In fact, there are confirmed about twelve
lesbian women from the medieval millennium, almost all of whom

Jacqueline Murray, “‘Twice Marginal and Twice Invisible:’ Lesbians in the
Middle Ages,” In Handbook of Medieval Sexuality, ed. Vern L. Bullough and
James A. Brundage (New York, NY: Garland, 2000), 191-222, 199.
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were imprisoned and executed for their activities in the 1400s.10
Furthermore, most penitientials overlooked lesbianism in
comparison to male homosexuality, potentially because female
love disrupted the sexual hierarchy less than same-sex male
relationships.
Regardless, the knowledge of lesbianism in the Middle
Ages comes in part from its disruption of sexual norms, so the
majority of the sources are prescriptive rather than descriptive. In a
letter from Saint Augustine to a community of nuns around 423CE,
Augustine condemns sex and distinguishes between homoerotic
activity and homosocial relationships that could be viewed in a
more positive light. He declares, “the love between you, however,
ought not the be earthly but spiritual, for the things which
shameless women do even to other women in low jokes and games
are to be avoided not only by widows and chaste handmaids of
Christ, living under a holy rule of life, but also entirely by married
women and maidens destined for marriage.”11 There was certainly
a fear of lesbianism shared by male members within the church, for
nuns had to be faithful as brides of Christ. Yet, Augustine still
made it clear that married and single women outside the church
must not engage in lesbian activities. The Penitential of Theodore
Judith M. Bennett, “‘Lesbian-Like’ and the Social History of Lesbianisms,”
Journal of the History of Sexuality 9, no. 1/2 (2000): 1–24, 2-3.
11
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also punished lesbian activity, but they did not have the words to
describe lesbian identities, saying “If a woman practices vice with
a woman, she shall do penance for three years. (…) If she practices
solitary vice, she shall do penance for the same period.”12 Both of
these pieces of canonical rhetoric and practice reveal to us that
lesbian women existed, but the Middle Ages did not possess the
language for it. There were not many explicit definitions of
lesbianism, especially as an identity, so these sources reveal that
sexuality was defined much more fluidly than today.
An interesting prescriptive source on convent life by
Donatus (d. 355) shows how some clerics feared that affection
would lead to lesbian sexual expression. He declares through a rule
on how nuns ought to sleep:

Each should sleep in a separate bed and they should accept
bedding according to the arrangements of the couches as
the mother directs. If possible all should sleep in one place
(…) Lights should burn in each chamber until day-break.
They should sleep clothed, their girdles bound and always
ready for divine service with gravity and modesty. (…)
Nuns were to sleep together, with a complete lack of
privacy, while at the same time they should sleep alone,
without an occasion to touch a sister, or see a sister
naked.13

12
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Murray, “Twice Marginal and Twice Invisible,” 197.
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Donatus realized that women could have intimate relationships
with each other even if they never delved into sexuality. This is
why Judith Bennett’s new category of ‘lesbian-Like’ is so
essential. Women could have many forms of love with other
women, whether they were desirous, sexual, or just in
circumstances where they supported and loved other women.
There is no simple rubric for lesbianism, so Bennett suggests to
apply lesbian definitions onto practices, not persons.14 Jacqueline
Murray agreed with this idea, stating that scholars need a more
nuanced understanding of women’s relationships, “one that
encompasses primary emotional, erotic, and social bonds that stop
short of genital sexual expression.”15 In these ways, lesbian
readings of medieval women reveal more about the society in
which they lived, not an identity that was not yet defined.
Now, there are some more cases that reveal what medieval
people understood about lesbianism. One ninth-century Arabic
document sought to ‘cure the disease’ of lesbian desires. In fact,
there was one recipe that made “lesbianism so desirable that they
would keep busy with it and passionately lust for it forgetting
about their work,” and it would consume women’s minds to the
14
15

Bennett, “‘Lesbian-Like’ and the Social History of Lesbianisms,” 9-10, 14.
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extent they would need to force themselves out of it to function.16
There is record of a 1405 appeal by a young woman named
Laurence and an accused woman named Jehanne, who “climbed on
her as a man does on a woman, and the said Jehanne began to
move her hips and do as a man does to a woman.” They both
worked in fields nearby, and they were both prosecuted when
others found out about their relationship. The court would not
persecute Jehanne because of the age of consent; it was the lesbian
relationship that was under scrutiny. A similar record from
sixteenth-century Seville warned that lesbian women in prison who
used dildos and hard language on other women (again, lesbian sex
was not considered sex if there was not an instrument) could
receive up to 200 lashes and be exiled.17 Lesbianism was punished,
but records of this punishment prove its existence and lesbian
experiences as valid in the greater context of human history. If the
goal of medieval queer history is visibility, then the prescriptive
law codes help historians achieve it even if they present the Middle
Ages as archaic in our modern constructions.
The category of “lesbian-like” is incredibly important to
how medieval historians approach queer sexuality through the
documents at hand. Some might think that the use of the word
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Murray, “Twice Marginal and Twice Invisible,” 200.
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“lesbian” when referring to the premodern era is anachronistic, so
lesbian-like offers ways to circumvent the more present
phenomenon of lesbian identity and look at different ways women
could love each other. Whether the understanding of sexuality in
medieval society is based on identity or different forms of lesbian
love, queer experiences do not need to fit rigid definitions to
reaffirm the validity and representation of queer people today.

Gender Norms and the People who Disrupt Them:
The majority of information on the disruption of gender
norms in the Middle Ages comes from evidence of cross-dressing.
Similar to Bennett’s category of “lesbian-like” women, scholars
cannot find outright declarations about an identity for which
Medieval people did not have the language to describe. So, the
answers lie in studying gender nonconforming actions rathan than
people’s spoken identity. Looking at behaviors instead of
proclamations of identity prevents any aforementioned concerns
over anachronism as well, so it is the most useful method of
investigating gender norms and their breakages in the Middle
Ages.
There is the interesting case of a woman cross-dressing to
disguise herself as a man in the early 1400s; although her name is
unknown. She lived as a man for two years in order to study at the
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University of Krakow in Poland, for the University system was
closed to women across medieval Europe. She did it “for the love
of learning” (amore Studii), and she was revered by her peers for
augmenting herself as a man, eventually becoming an abbess
nearby.18 Females wearing male clothing were much more
respected than men who cross-dressed as women. In a patriarchal
society they would be admired because of their drive for a higher
status, rationality, and holiness.19 This unnamed woman studied
and did things not normally allowed to women, and she
impressively concealed herself as a man in such an maledominated space for a long time:

The account of her deception notes that she did not frequent
the baths (where male students would have gone in search
of prostitutes as well as cleanliness), but it tells us that she
lived in a student hostel, that she attended lectures
regularly, and that she got on well with her fellow students.
In other words, she likely shared beds with men, disrobed
in the presence of men, urinated in their company, and
somehow managed, through all this, to conceal her breasts,
her menstrual blood, her genitalia.20

Bennett, “‘Lesbian-Like’ and the Social History of Lesbianisms,” 17.; Bennett
cites Michael Shank, "A Female University Student in Late Medieval Krakow,"
Signs 12:2 (1987): 373-380.
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Ages.” In Handbook of Medieval Sexuality, ed. Vern L. Bullough and James A.
Brundage (New York, NY: Garland, 2000), 223-242, 227, 232.
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Bennett suggests that if she could pass as a male and lived sociably
for years, then other medieval women motivated by love and
sexual desire might have done the same. It seems highly likely that
other medieval women were able to take on male personas and
received respect for their decision if discovered.
It was less tolerated for men to impersonate and cross-dress
as women, but there were certain situations where it was
admissible. According to Bullough, male cross-dressing “not only
led to a lower status but was suspect because most male writers
could find only one possible explanation for a man’s adopting
woman’s guise, namely a desire to have easier access to women for
sexual purposes.”21 This bias also makes sense, given both the
sexual hierarchy and the heterosexual gaze of the majority of the
male writers. Gregory of Tours suspected that if male crossdressing was not done for sexual reasons, then he would assume it
was an act of paganism associated with witchcraft. Further
evidence of society’s refusal to accept male cross-dressing lies in
the penitentials of Silos, which stipulated that male-cross dressing
required a one-year penance. St. Hubert’s penitential in the
Frankish kingdom required a penance for three years for similar

Bullough, “Cross Dressing and Gender Role Change in the Middle Ages,”
232.
21
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behaviors. However, men impersonating women was completely
accepted when the person was known to be a man, an example
being a male in drag in a society when women were not
performing. There is also evidence of knights in a thirteenth
century tournament fighting dressed as women, but this seems to
be done for its comedic and shock value.22 However, this is the
exception to the rule: men who behaved, dressed, and lived as
women were still thought of as sexual deviants and were punished
accordingly.
Ending with David Lorenzo Boyd and Ruth Mazo Karras’
1995 discovery of a late medieval English legal document on a
transfeminine woman, Eleanor Rykener. It is apparently the only
extant document of same-sex intercourse from the time and place,
and the court case only examined “two men charged with [sexual]
immorality, one of which implicated several persons, male and
female, in religiou[s] orders.” Eleanor [dead name: John] Rykener
was brought to court after being detected wearing women’s
clothing, calling herself Eleanor, and having sex with various Sirs
and clergymen. Eleanor not only identified herself as a woman in
court, but she also worked as an embroideress in Oxford. Her
career as an embroideress strongly suggests she was a trans
Bullough, “Cross Dressing and Gender Role Change in the Middle Ages,”
227, 233-235.
22
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woman, for she lived and worked with women.23 Her feminine
identity went beyond sex; Eleanor seemed to live as a woman in
almost all aspects of her life. Still, this court document relies on
acts rather than feelings, so scholars do not truly know whether she
identified as a woman.
The emerging and evolving field of medieval queer history
is nothing short of exciting. Historians are unlocking better
understandings of how gender norms are created and change over
time. Additionally, they are providing visibility to queer and
gender nonconforming people of today, for they have often been
unable to see themselves in history. Finally, they are proving that
gender does not require rigid definitions to be understood. In the
past, gender and sexuality were much more fluid than previously
believed. This fact gives credence to queer and trans activists who
want to further understand gender and sexuality for not only their
personal experiences but also political liberation. For these
reasons, the study of medieval gender and sexuality has a direct
impact on the important discourses of today, so it is now time to
educate students and the public on these recent discoveries.

David Lorenzo Boyd and Ruth Mazo Karras, “The Interrogation of a Male
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The Spartacus Rebellion: More Than a Slave Revolt
Gavin Maziarz | Gettysburg College ‘22

The Spartacus Rebellion is one of the most famous
episodes of Roman history. As a result, it has been studied often by
many, from thinkers and authors like Karl Marx to college
students, and even to children learning about Rome. However, one
major mistake that many have made when studying the rebellion is
the assumption that it was conducted and perpetrated by slaves
who had the goal of ending slavery, at least for those revolting.
This is not the whole picture. While it was led by Spartacus, whose
escape from gladiatorial slavery has made for a compelling
narrative, the revolt may have only been as memorable as it was
for the Romans because of the threat it posed with free men
fighting alongside slaves and freedmen. While the presence of
some free men was not unheard or impossible in a slave revolt, it is
important to note that the Romans specifically recorded their
presence. This indicated that free men played a major role in the
revolt’s history and its goals. In essence, many current
interpretations of the Spartacus Rebellion may be missing a key
component of what made the rebellion enticing for Romans of
lower classes to join and threatening to the Roman nobles. To fully
understand the Spartacus Rebellion, a re-examination of the revolt
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as one of both slave and free men is necessary. The historical
accounts of the Spartacus Rebellion show that lower classes joined
the revolt, while the nobles reacted in fear of the threat the revolt
posed. The combination of which make the Spartacus Rebellion
unique in the Roman history of slave revolts.
According to contemporary accounts made by those alive in 71-73
BCE, and from recorded histories from the centuries following,
there were at least two major slave revolts prior to the Spartacus
Revolt. Yet, these revolts were not characterized as having free
men and citizens as a part of the revolting army. 1 Of course, this
does not mean it is impossible that free men would have decided to
help other revolts for their own gain. A record of such assistance
can be found in the history of the Second Sicilian Slave Revolt.
Historian Diodorus Siculus stated that the slave army was able to
field two thousand skilled cavalry men.2 Considering the amount
of forces Siculus attributed to the slaves, and their reported skill, it
is possible that what Siculus was actually describing was free and

1

Brent D. Shaw, Spartacus and the Slave Wars: A Brief History with
Documents, ed. Brent D. Shaw (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2001), pp. 73,
101.
2
Diodorus Siculus, “The Second Slave War on the Island of Sicily: Second
Version,” in Spartacus and the Slave Wars: A Brief History with Documents, ed.
Brent D. Shaw (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2001), pp. 109-111.
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enslaved people fighting together.3 As slaves were unable to serve
in the army, it seems unlikely that two thousand rural agricultural
and domestic slaves with the experience necessary to act as skilled
cavalrymen could be gathered in a single uprising.4 Therefore, it is
likely that the only way these troops could have been gathered
would be through the addition of ex-soldiers to the slave army. At
the same time, it would be foolish to simply accept the alleged skill
of an army that lost in a “brilliant victory” for Rome in a history
written by a man who lived in the Roman empire, so skepticism on
the presence of non-slaves in this instance, should be advised.5
Regardless of whether non-slaves participated in other
revolts, it is clear from ancient records that there were at least
some non-slaves involved directly in the Spartacus Revolt. For
evidence one can observe what the ancient historians have
recorded. One ancient Roman historian, Appian, stated that

Siculus, “The Second Slave War,” pp. 109-111; Appian, “The Spartacus Slave
War,” in Spartacus and the Slave Wars: A Brief History with Documents, ed.
Brent D. Shaw (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2001), p. 133.
4
Morris Silver, “Public Slaves in the Roman Army: An Exploratory Study,”
Ancient Society 46 (2016): p. 204. doi: 10.2143/AS.46.0.3167455; Sandra R.
Joshel and Lauren Hacksworth Petersen, The Material Life of Roman Slaves
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), p. 63.
5
Siculus, “The Second Slave War,” p. 112; Shaw, Spartacus and the Slave
Wars, p. 163; Siculus was born in Sicily and lived in Rome when writing The
Library. His work may be biased from his own perspective or from outside
pressure, but to assume that there was no bias would be a folly, especially when
adjectives and battles are involved.
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“fugitive slaves and even some free men from the surrounding
countryside” joined Spartacus at Mount Vesuvius.6 Their presence
in the revolting army would explain how the “slave army” was
able to battle real legions commanded by Roman generals sent by
the senate and win.7 Other slave revolts had gone up against
conscripted forces and won, but they had not been able to win
battles against the legions that would inevitably come after them
once the conscripts had been defeated.8 Normal country slaves may
not have been capable of such feats, because they were not trained
soldiers and only a relative few were “employed” in manual labor.
Therefore, there must have been some amount of trained soldiery
involved, such as the freemen Appian mentioned as joining the
ranks and being armed by Spartacus’ army. The question of why
these free men would join a small band of slaves and gladiators is
important to answer, otherwise the revolt will become more
ambiguous. Without any written accounts from participants this is
not a simple nor straightforward question to answer.
The Spartacus Revolt occurred only sixteen years after the
end of the Social War, which expanded full citizenship and rights
to many former allies and Italians. These Italians were now part of
Appian, “The Spartacus Slave War,” p. 133.
Plutarch, “Life of Crassus,” in Plutarch’s Lives, trans. George Long (London:
George Bell and Sons, 1892), p. 49.
8
Barry Baldwin, “Two Aspects of the Spartacus Slave Revolt,” The Classical
Journal 62, no. 7 (1967): p. 293, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3295491.
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the Roman system, and able to participate more fully in more
Roman life than before. However, they still could not count on
enfranchisement in the Roman political system due to their
distance from Rome where the major elections took place.
Furthermore, those trying to live off the land they gained as
citizens, or as veterans of Sulla’s army, may have had a hard time
competing with the wealthier farmers with connections in Rome.9
This concern for social mobility or just survivability in the Roman
world may have weighed upon the many veterans of the Social
War living in the Roman countryside when a golden opportunity to
exert some force on Rome for change (the background info implied
that it would be in their favor) appeared in the Spartacus rebellion.
This position was supported by Appian who wrote that the Italians
“had sided with the gladiator Spartacus against the Romans, even
though he was a wholly disreputable person.”10 If this group of exsoldiers had made up a majority of Spartacus’ army, it would
explain how they fought so successfully against Roman legions
and why they refused to leave Italy.11 Rather than misplaced
confidence in their ability to fight, the free men were looking to
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Mary Beard, SPQR: A History of Ancient Rome (New York: W. W. Norton &
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gain status, political power, and possibly wealth through their
uprising, not leave their homes. Given that Spartacus returned with
his army, it may be possible that he knew no one would follow him
to Thrace and decided to stay where he had power even when he
was able to escape.
Despite evidence saying otherwise, ancient sources referred
to the Spartacus Revolt as a slave revolt, not a revolt of diverse
backgrounds. 12 If these historians knew of free peoples taking part,
their method of labelling the revolt would therefore seem to be in
error. However, given the negative view of slave revolts in the
ancient world, as well as the ability of slave to refer to both
enslaved people and ex-slaves, the terminology makes more
sense.13 Terming the Spartacus Revolt a “slave revolt” may have
been both an accurate description of the beginning of the revolt
and a way for later authors, who were of noble status, to defame
those who fought with the gladiators from Capua. This would
certainly fit with some narratives that claimed that calling the
slaves “enemy” was shameful, and that the fact that a gladiator
“the lowest sort of men” were leading them “only added mockery
to the disaster itself.”14
12
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To understand why there was resentment from Roman
nobles against this revolt in particular, the fear that Spartacus
caused in the noble ranks must be examined in comparison to other
revolts. One way the revolt inspired fear in the nobles was through
its proximity to Rome. Nevertheless, other revolts had occurred
even closer than Capua—for example, one revolt occurred in 196
BCE in Etruria—and never had the same effect on Rome as
Spartacus’ revolt did.15 The Spartacus Revolt was different
because of its size. Prior to its inception, large scale slave wars or
revolts had been outside the view of the city of Rome. The closest
contemporary slave wars fought by Rome before Spartacus were in
Sicily in 135 BCE and 104 BCE.16 While these slave revolts were
close to the Italian peninsula, they were still far enough away that
they could be put down without any real or perceived threat to
Rome materializing, even if Rome had to use actual legions.
Spartacus’ army was able to defeat these legions, and it took some
serious work from multiple commanders, including Crassus and
Pompey, to decisively defeat Spartacus’ army after suffering
numerous defeats of their own.17
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It is easy to see how such a successful revolt could be
frightening to nobles accustomed to hearing reports of the revolts
rather than seeing them for themselves. This was the same
conclusion that Plutarch reached as he stated that the Senate was
“moved by fear and the danger” of the revolt enough to send both
consuls, Gellius Publicola and Lentulus Clodianus, to deal with the
revolt in 72 BCE and Crassus with multiple legions of his own
after the consuls’ defeat.18 Crassus even believed he might need
help and asked the Senate to send for Pompey and Lucullus, from
their respective posts in Iberia and Thrace, so that they might help
him against Spartacus.19 Such actions were not that of a confident
people ready to put down a simple slave revolt like many times
before. Orosius later drew upon the lost works of Livy to claim
that Spartacus and the death of Gaius Cassius had caused terror to
“spread through the city of Rome, just as it had when Hannibal had
threatened its gates.”20 He later stated that this fear was “universal”
as not only were “individual consuls… frequently defeated badly,”

Plutarch, “Life of Crassus,” pp. 48-49.
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along with their combined forces, but the war “was the cause of
terrible horrors.”21
However, Rome had faced terrible wars with many
casualties before even exceeding the most radical estimates of over
one hundred thousand casualties of slaves, not counting the dead
Roman soldiers.22 While is hard to ascertain how many casualties
resulted from the war with Spartacus it would be irresponsible to
believe this was more catastrophic than other contemporary wars,
such as the Social War. Therefore, there must be another reason
besides proximity and size that the Romans spent the next decade
after the death of Spartacus hunting down the remnants of his
army.23 In fact, when the general Gaius Octavius was tasked with
rooting out the final remnants of Spartacus’ forces finally did so in
62 BCE, he found they had joined up with the remnants of
Cataline’s army in the Thurii countryside.24 The reason these
groups joined together may have been nothing more than necessity
of survival for shrinking groups of bandits. But that attributes no
Orosius, “An Account,” p. 146.
Orosius, “An Account,” p. 146.
23
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2001), p. 160.
24
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goals for either group than subsistence. Cataline’s forces wanted to
make change in Rome, and the Italian free men of Spartacus’ army
had their own goals when taking up arms. Mithridates believed he
could incite the freemen of Italy to arms with promises of change,
it is possible Cataline, and the Roman nobles, thought he could do
the same.25
It was this revolutionary character that made Spartacus’
uprising a revolution and not merely a revolt. Not because
Spartacus himself had high ideals of changing Rome, he just
wanted to go home to Thrace, but because his followers had their
own agenda. The agenda of the Italian soldiers to gain power and
influence would even explain why nobles believed Spartacus
would march on Rome, despite his lack of ability to do so.26 The
nobles were afraid of the change this army could enact, so much
that they believed it could happen, even a decade after Spartacus
was defeated.
As a result, the Spartacus Rebellion has been hard to
classify. It was not a Marxist style revolution of lower classes; it
would be wrong to say the veteran landowners were proletarii or
proletariat in a Marxist sense. It would also be wrong to call it
merely a slave revolt, as the army must have at least been
Appian, “King Mithridates of Pontus and Spartacus,”, p. 137.
Plutarch, “Life of Crassus,” p. 51; Appian, “The Spartacus Slave War,” p.
134.
25
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populated by many free men to give it the necessary skill in battle
to survive. Perhaps this is why the revolt has remained murky for
such a long period of time; Marxists have read into Spartacus the
high ideals they wish he had, while other historians, more skeptical
of a deeper cause or background for the revolt (or perhaps just fans
of pattern recognition), have preferred to see the revolt as just
another slave revolt. What seems to be the case is that the
Spartacus Revolt started to escape slavery for the gladiators in
Capua, and somehow gained the support of opportunistic veterans
who had hoped for a chance to gain more political influence in
Rome. In that way, the Spartacus Rebellion is closer to a second
Social War than anything else, although much more limited in
scope. Regardless, it is quite the unique event when compared to
other slave revolts, and even compared to other wars. No other
contemporary event, other than the Social War, had caused more
division in Rome, fear in the nobles, and inspired more free men to
take up arms prior to the Civil War between Pompey and Caesar.
However, even those wars did not have such a “cinematic” or
modern hero, as the gladiator turned rebel leader, Spartacus.
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